Etiologic factors of myelopathy. A radiographic evaluation of the aging changes in the cervical spine.
The radiographic characteristics of the cervical spine among older individuals were investigated in 100 normal subjects and compared with those of younger subjects. The cervical spine of the older subjects displayed narrowing of intervertebral discs and osteophytoses (posterior osteophytes as well as anterior osteophytes) at the levels of C5-6 and C6-7, where the range of motion was decreased. Such degenerative changes resulted in vertebrolisthesis, especially retrolisthesis, predominantly at the levels of C3-4 and C4-5, where intervertebral disc space was well maintained and mobility was well preserved. Both static and dynamic anteroposterior canal diameter decreased with age. Throughout the aging process the dynamic canal became much narrower than the static canal, except at C2-3. Posterior osteophytes at C5-6 or C6-7 and retrolisthesis at C3-4 or C4-5 were major levels of stenosis associated with changes in the dynamic canal. Following the same evaluation system, 20 elderly patients with cervical spondylotic myelopathy were assessed. Based on the above-noted characteristics of the aging process, patients with myelopathy had smaller static and dynamic canal measurements than normal subjects. The development of cervical myelopathy, however, was not always based on critical static or dynamic canal stenosis (10% in this series) and might involve other factors.